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WHAT IS CHRONIC PAIN AND OPIOID ABUSE?

Chronic pain is one of the most common conditions for patients seeking medical 
attention. The National Institutes of Health (NIH) estimates more than 25 million 
Americans live with daily, chronic pain. According to Irina Koffl  er, senior analyst, 
specialty pharma, Mizuho Securities USA, pain drugs are the second-largest 
pharmaceutical class globally with about 300 million pain prescriptions in 
2015. And, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that sales of 
prescription opioids in the US nearly quadrupled from 1999 to 2014.

Many classes of medicines are used for pain relief; most are for acute pain and mild 
to moderate pain. Stronger effi  cacy than analgesics is o� en sought for moderate 
to severe chronic pain. Prescription opioids as a class of narcotics are frequently 
prescribed for severe and chronic pain; common prescription opioid ingredients 
include codeine, hydrocodone, morphine, oxycodone, and fentanyl—a potent 
fast-acting synthetic opioid synthesised more than 50 years ago. 

Opioids are intended for short term therapy only due to the concern for potential 
dependency, addiction, or risk of withdrawal symptoms. However, opioids 
are some of the most commonly abused drugs worldwide, with user numbers 
exceeding those of cocaine and ecstasy. 

While the opioid epidemic covers both illegal substances such as heroin, the 
misuse of prescription opioids is a large contributor to the opioid epidemic. 
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QUICK FACTS

42,249 people in the US died 
from overdosing on opioids in 2016

There were OVER 49,000 
opioid–related deaths in 2017 in the US

In 2016, 

948,000 
people used heroin in 

the US

An estimated 40% 
of opioid overdose 

deaths involved 
prescription opioids

In 2016

11.5 MILLION 
people in the US misused 

prescription opioids

SOURCE: National Survey on Drug Use and Health
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Natural and 
semi-synthetic 

opioids
(like oxycodone or 

hydrocodone)

Wave 1: Rise in Prescription 
Opioid Overdose Deaths

Wave 2: Rise in Heroin 
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This could include patients with a prescription not taking it 
as prescribed by the doctor, or those without a prescription 
taking pills they obtain from a friend or family member, or drug 
dealers selling the medication illegally. Even when patients are 
using opioid drugs as prescribed by their doctor, this can still 
result in dependence.
Drug overdose deaths have increased dramatically in the 
last few years, generating national attention to the growing 
problem. Over the last 30 years, there have been three basic 
waves of opioid abuse that have driven the increased number 
of overdose deaths. Prescription opioids like oxycodone and 
hydrocodone fueled a steady increase in overdose deaths 
through the early 2000s, and that increase continues today. 
Heroin overdose deaths increased dramatically a� er 2010, and 
fentanyl-related deaths accelerated dramatically a� er 2013. 
This last wave, however, has been the highest profi le.

Much of the most recent death toll among substance abusers 
has been attributed to street drugs laced with fentanyl. 
Fentanyl is an IV product used primarily as anaesthesia during 
surgery until transdermal and oral forms of Fentanyl were 
approved for “breakthrough cancer pain” in the 1980s and 
1990s, respectively. Fentanyl is active in extremely low doses, 
and users risk fatigue, sedation, respiratory depression, and 
even unconsciousness. The extreme potency contributes 
to the risk of overdose, even in small doses. It is easily 
synthesised, and when produced illicitly is of unknown purity 
and/or potency.

WHO SUFFERS FROM OPIOID 
ABUSE?

While the US makes up just 5% of the world’s population, 
it consumes approximately 80 percent of the world’s 
prescription opioid drugs. The NIH estimates that more 
than two million Americans have an opioid use disorder, and 
millions more misuse them for longer than the recommended 
treatment or for other than approved indications. 

Deaths in the US from drug overdoses (inclusive of all 
drugs) exceeded 72,000 in 2017. Opioid deaths alone 
were estimated to be almost 70% of drug-related deaths in 
2017. The more than 49,000 opioid–related deaths annually 
translates to over 130 deaths every single day of the year. The 
alarming growth in drug overdoses and related deaths in the 
past few years has generated a great deal of attention and led 
to national attention to stem this epidemic. 

According to the Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and 
Quality, in 2015, 276,000 adolescents (aged 12-17) were 
current nonmedical users of pain reliever, with 122,000 having 
an addiction to prescription pain relievers.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
found that women are more likely to have chronic pain, be 
prescribed prescription pain relievers, be given higher doses, 
and use them for longer time periods than men. Additionally, 
women may become dependent on prescription pain relievers 
more quickly than men.
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Souce: National Center for Health Statistics, CDC Wonder
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HOW IS CHRONIC PAIN AND 
OPIOID ABUSE TREATED?

The US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
created a fi ve-point strategy to focus eff orts on opioid 
dependency in response to the opioid crisis:

• Improve access to treatment and recovery services
• Promote the use of overdose-reversing drugs
• Strengthen understanding of the epidemic via better 

public health surveillance
• Providing support for cutting-edge research on pain 

and addiction
• Advance better practices for pain management

The NIH has taken steps to mobilise research related to opioid 
addiction, development of alternatives, pain management, 
and addiction treatment. The Helping to End Addiction Long-
term (HEAL) Initiative identifi ed promising research projects in 
support of the overall HHS program. A high priority is research 

into new interventions across all aspects of the addiction cycle, 
including progression to chronic use, withdrawal symptoms, 
craving, relapse, and overdose. Many addiction programs 
experience a high recidivism rate, even across multiple 
program cycles. 

An important initiative, it included basic research to 
understand the biological foundations of chronic pain, 
especially for those whose pain remains a� er recovery. New 
models of pain and testing methods are being researched to 
stimulate private development of new non-addictive treatment 
options and programs.

In 2016, the CDC issued Guidelines for Prescribing Opioids 
for Chronic Pain. According to CDC analysis of IMS/Quintiles 
prescription data, prescriptions for opioids quadrupled from 
1999 to 2010 and then decreased each year until 2015. 
However, even with this decline, opioid prescribing remains 
roughly three times the levels seen in 1999.
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M3 GLOBAL RESEARCH KNOWS 
CHRONIC PAIN AND OPIOIDS

M3 Global Research is experienced in the pain category. In 2017, M3 
conducted more than 25 acute pain studies, with more than 1,800 
respondents. Research audiences were predominantly specialists 
in pain management and primary care physicians in the US and EU5 
countries.

For additional information on accessing our robust global panel of 
doctors contact research@usa.m3.com.

Sources: 
Mortality in the United States
2016 NCHS Data Brief No. 293, December 2017
CDC Wonder
HHS
Gusovsky, Dina. “Americans still lead the world in something: Use of highly addictive opioids.” CNBC, April 27, 2016


